The current situation in Iraq could be described as a ''war on civilians'', for it mainly affects the livelihood and well-being of the civilian population, while serious security problems prevent the Iraqi people from leading a normal life. Going beyond the direct victims of the conflict, this article deals with the daily problems faced by Iraqi society, namely the lack of security in terms of housing, education and health care, as well as protection for the more vulnerable such as women and children. The forcible eviction of many Iraqis is, however, the main problem threatening the basic cohesion of Iraqi society.
A country of rich diversity
Iraq is a country of rich diversity that goes far back in history. Its current social and political structure has its roots in Mesopotamia, a land of tribal, religious and evolving cultural interaction for more than seven thousand years. Settlement in Mesopotamia began around 6500 BC and represents the nucleus of the present Iraqi nation.
1 Naturally those settlements were first established on the banks of rivers or close to other natural resources, where people had easy access to water and open land that provided food for them and their animals. The eventual growth of these settlements into primitive communities coincided with the emergence of a number of ruling powers in that area, ranging from local to regional and continental dynasties. Locally developed civilizations, such as those of the Babylonians, Sumerians, Akkadians, Hittites and Assyrians, together with regional and continental ones such as the Hellenic, Sasanian, Turk-Mongol, Persian and Ottoman civilizations, have all played a role in influencing or shaping significant aspects of Iraqi history and the population's social characteristics.
The advent of Islam in the area of present-day Iraq and the establishment of an Islamic empire in the seventh century introduced a new, decisive dimension of belief and loyalty among the local communities. The already existing mixture of ethnic and other groups lived together with various tribes that emigrated north from the Arabian Peninsula and largely adopted the new religion they brought with them. As these tribes became the forefront of the Islamic empire in its drive towards the neighbouring empires of Persia to the east and Byzantium to the west and north-west, more and more tribes were encouraged to immigrate and settle in the area, forming one large community of which Islamic Arabism began to be the dominant feature. The regional powers used Islamic governance and authority to rule the country; the population's overwhelming acceptance of and support for Islam made their presence and task relatively easy and they too were accepted by broad sections of society. The spirit of Islam, with its principles of goodwill, peace and social justice, created the social harmony, cohesion and environment that enabled the population to overcome the problems and friction associated with rival entities and ethnicities.
However, changes in the form of the Islamic empire, together with the development of diverse religious schools of thought and the struggle for power that subsequently took place, gave rise to renewed ethical and patriotic sensibilities among the population and created competitiveness and friction within the area of present-day Iraq. The iron grip of the state, regardless of its identity and nature, always meant inter alia oppression and deprivation of freedom for the population. It created ''winners'' and ''losers'' among the ruling parties, who avidly sought local support for their religious or sectarian ideas.
The end of the First World War and the collapse of the Ottoman Empire launched the country into a new phase of self-governance, and the ''oil age'' seemed to promise wealth and prosperity to the nation. Unfortunately, this was not achieved. Nine decades of self-governance, four as the Iraqi Kingdom and five as the Republic of Iraq, did very little to put human needs first and to give the utmost priority to what the Iraqi people themselves or future generations deserved. The search for political and national unity was beset by strife and bloodshed and, regardless of the authority installed, struggles of an antiauthoritarian nature occurred, particularly after Iraq was declared a republic in 1958. Under the slogan ''revolution rather than evolution'', Iraq was wrecked by several military coups and four forced handovers of power in the ten years from 1958 to1968. The average level of state education, health and social welfare programmes has always been below the standard of a nation endowed with such a wealth of natural resources and a human aptitude for development and progress.
Two decades and three wars
Within two decades, from 1980 to 2003, Iraq went through three wars: the horrific Iran-Iraq War in 1980-8; the 1990-1 Gulf War, followed by thirteen devastating years of embargo and international sanctions; and the 2003 Iraq War, with its ongoing ripples of new conflicts.
The humanitarian implications of these wars are immense and tragic: traces are visible in every aspect of the structure and cohesion of Iraqi society. Millions are reported to be victims of them, including 1 million widows and 5 million orphans.
2 Young men and women born during the eighties were enrolled in the Qadisia army -an Iraqi name given to the Iran-Iraq War in reference to the historic Battle of Qadisiya in AD 637 between a Muslim Arab force and the army of the Persian Empire. Like the teenagers born during the harsh years of the sanctions, their personalities and behaviour still bear the scars and trauma of that time.
The Iran-Iraq War
The Iran-Iraq War took a very heavy toll: at least 1 million Iraqis were killed, wounded or held as prisoners of war, and hundreds of thousands remain unaccounted for to this very day.
3 Around 5 million Iraqis were thus directly affected as parents, brothers, sisters, wives, sons or daughters. 4 Iraq suffered deep and devastating wounds at every level of society: no ethnic or religious group, no sectarian or regional element, was spared. These wounds inflicted on one third of the population left a lasting mark on the ethics and values of the nation for generations to come.
The enormous scale of the social devastation that resulted from deaths, injuries and displacement, and the bereavement of widows and orphans is without precedent in the memory of contemporary Iraqi society. The scene of coffins being transported on top of vehicles travelling individually or in convoys to the burial grounds became a standard feature of traffic in large cities. The burials were followed by three days of funeral rites and gatherings organized by families and tribes of the deceased to pay their respects. Provinces bordering on Iran, such as Basra, Meesan, Diyala and Wassit, became part of the battleground, and shelling or combat activities were part of urban daily life. Civilians paid the price of the militarization of the cities in various ways, while people left vast areas of those and other provinces along the Iraq-Iran border. They were replaced by minefields and mass graves of unidentified soldiers. The infrastructure of major cities in the southern provinces -Basra, Umara, Baquba and Kut -was severely damaged, a loss compounded by the emigration of the professional class. Male civilians were enlisted to serve in the military as army reservists or to join the militias as part of the national mobilization, thus depriving the civilian population of normal professional services and facilities to an even greater extent. Around 1 million people had to be called in from Arab countries, mainly Egypt and Morocco, to compensate for the labour shortage, particularly in the service sector.
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The period between 1982 and 1988 was marked by the diversion of all funds to defence of the national territory. The hysterical celebrations in the streets of Iraq's cities and towns when the ceasefire was declared in August 1988 were a clear sign of the enormous burden the war had been for the population. But the stirrings of hope, with its dreams of reconstruction, were short-lived.
The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the UN economic sanctions
The Iraqi invasion of Kuwait startled and shocked the nation. The overwhelming majority of the Iraqi people found the morality of invading an Arab country difficult to understand, as did some officials, who tried indirectly to distance themselves from it, despite the continuous propaganda coming from all directions. 6 The Iraqi army's crushing defeat by the US-led international forces in a 43-day military campaign was a tremendous blow to the already exhausted nation. The level of anger and humiliation resulted in a backlash of social and community revulsion, especially in the Shiite-and Kurdish-populated areas. The subsequent prolonged years of economical sanctions overrode these feelings as society faced the challenge to survive in the midst of an international embargo. The collective destruction of the infrastructure and services severely diminished the quality of life, and the Iraqis' basic requirements could no longer be covered. Destroyed power plants, oil refineries, communication and transport networks and sewage treatment plants disrupted the people's normal living conditions.
7
Hundreds of thousands of Iraqi children and members of other age groups died due to malnutrition and a lack of health services or elementary medical facilities. 8 Hospitals were understaffed and under-equipped; the efforts of doctors and nurses were hampered by the lack of equipment such as X-ray and lung and heart machines.
9 Drugs thought potentially liable to dual use or deliberate misuse were delivered with delays and were often unavailable. 10 In order to meet their basic needs and continue a life in dignity, many people had to sell their belongings and personal heritage. The impact of sanctions on the Iraqi population was growing perceptibly. Global concern about the situation resulted in the Oil-for-Food Programme, which aimed at alleviating some of this suffering. However, the shortlived programme did not tackle the deep humanitarian problems, but created grey areas, corruption and political manipulation at the expense of human distress.
The impact of the war since 2003
Without giving Iraqi society time to recover, a new episode of war started after 2003. Security again became the most important issue in contemporary Iraq, which explains the intense publicity and coverage it receives. The growing and ever-present danger led to massive displacement, social and political instability and human suffering.
11 Despite the media reports of dozens of people killed every single day 12 and that Iraq has the world's highest ratio of security personnel to citizens, 13 the lack of accurate and credible information on civilian casualties clearly demonstrates the uniqueness and complexity of this issue. It will not, however, be considered here. Instead, the focus will be on some of the daily problems with which the Iraqis have to contend -in education and health care, as well as protection for the more vulnerable groups such as women and childrenowing to their far-reaching effects and future implications. The lack of security and the inability to meet basic needs are further reasons why Iraqis are on the move, both within and outside the country.
Education
More than a decade of international sanctions and total embargo on Iraq ended in 2003, leaving the educational system severely affected at all levels. Various international bodies alerted the world to this rapid decline in educational institutions, and with it the inability to meet basic requirements and continue providing the necessary competent graduates to serve in important professions in the country. The brain drain accompanying the sanctions contributed significantly to the weakness of these institutions.
14 Under pressure to fill some of the gaps, the Iraqi authorities responded by creating a postgraduate programme that capitalizes on the highly qualified professors left in the country in order to produce academics for duties requiring a high level of education, including medical professionals. Needless to say, under the conditions prevailing in Iraq it was an uphill struggle.
Higher-level education
After 2003 another massive brain drain began when the lives of Iraqi academics were pervaded by a constant fear of being murdered. This fear of imminent death has become a widespread phenomenon in academic circles: in a recent survey, it was voiced by 91 per cent of respondents. 15 The Iraqi Minister of Higher Education has stated that 296 academic staff members were killed in 2005 alone, 16 while according to international agencies for humanitarian affairs, 180 teachers have been killed since 2006, 100 have been kidnapped and over 3,250 have fled the country. 17 This is yet another loss, in addition to the damage inflicted on the academic institutions burned and looted after April 2003. The obvious result is that the young generation of Iraqis, more than half of whom are under 30, are robbed of their teachers, doctors and future opportunities. Students are now not taught by tenured professors but by teaching assistants. 18 
Primary and secondary education
Furthermore, the Iraqi Ministry of Education has stated that only 30 per cent of the 3.5 million children of school age are attending classes, compared with 75 per cent for the previous year. 19 At least 110 children were killed and 95 injured in 2005 in attacks on schools. This number does not include those killed or injured on their way to or from school. 20 An international agency reports that the number of teachers in Baghdad has fallen by 30 per cent, while another estimates that 22 per cent of Iraq's student population (about 1 million children of primary school age) are not attending school, of whom 74 per cent are females. 21 Only 79 per cent of all Iraqis of primary school age are now officially enrolled in school, compared with 93 per cent in Jordan and 96 per cent in Syria. This is especially shocking when compared with the figures of 1980 -before the Iran-Iraq War -when school enrolment stood at 99 per cent.
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International assessments say that around 90 per cent of children in Iraq are suffering from learning impediments related to the atmosphere of fear they are living in. 23 Many schools have closed down because of security problems, such as the targeting of teachers, bombings, and kidnappings.
Health
Reports indicate that the Iraqi health system used to be the best in the region. 24 Currently, violence threatens health in Iraq and the country has some of the worst statistics for diarrhoea, measles, respiratory infections, malaria and undernutrition affecting 30 per cent of children under five, contributing to excessive rates of infant and child mortality. 25 Even tuberculosis and cholera have reemerged after having long disappeared. 26 Despite the fact that health spending rose from US$16 million in 2002 to US$1 billion in 2005, in some areas dirty water and diarrhoea still claim children's lives. One in ten Iraqi children suffers from a chronic disease, and 50 per cent of the children are malnourished. 27 There are reported to be one million cripples and disabled people in Iraq, an increase of 30 per cent since 2003. 28 Drug usage is on the increase; the Iraqi Ministry of Health has warned that drug abuse is rising steadily among men and women of all ages in Iraq, especially in the capital, Baghdad, where numbers have doubled in the past year, and in the south of the country, where they have tripled. 29 According to the Iraqi Medical Association, which licenses practitioners, about 10 per cent of Baghdad's total force of 32,000 registered doctors -Sunnis, Shiites and Christians -left or were driven from work in 2005. 30 Similarly, 30,000 physicians were registered in Iraq's main medical syndicate, or union, before the war. In 2007 there were 8,000. 31 With the departure of so many, it will take years to rebuild the Iraqi health system.
Poverty and health
Poverty influences health in more ways than one. An estimated 60 per cent of the Iraqi population are unemployed. It is also estimated that one third of Iraqis are living at or below the poverty line, with 5 per cent suffering from extreme poverty and around 69 per cent of Iraqi families affected by non-availability of food. 34 Other reports put chronic child malnutrition at 21 per cent.
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Women
Women are the hardest hit by the situation in Iraq. Apart from being directly targeted or accidentally affected, there is a third dimension to their suffering, rooted in the social position of women in society. It is very widely accepted and recognized in Iraqi society that the man is the family breadwinner, or is at least the person responsible for the family. For every man killed in the conflict there is a mother, a sister and possibly a wife and daughter to grieve and have to cope with the effects of his absence on her livelihood and the loss of the assurance provided by his presence in her life. For every man injured, crippled or maimed, the woman in the family has to bear the responsibility of taking care of him and tending to his needs.
The generation of women who felt the direct impact of the Iraq-Iran War are still suffering from its after-effects. For the hundreds of thousands of young males killed during that war, a similar number of girls within the same age group were left unmarried and now have to endure the social and personal consequences in a society that worships marriage. Much the same number of widows have to struggle to earn a living and to look after the children. The maternal mortality ratio among women in Iraq is five times higher than in neighbouring Jordan, a ratio that has increased by 65 per cent since 2003, although it was already strikingly high as a result of the international sanctions. 36 Hundreds of thousands of women have to live with the tremendous social consequences and long uncertainties associated with missing persons and prisoners of war. In addition, at least half of those displaced or seeking refuge are women and have to put up with that burden, aggravated by further suffering in a male-centric society.
In Iraq today, threats and violence are often directed against women, for armed groups find them easy targets when seeking to score against an opposition group, while women in detention have to face the risk of torture or ill-treatment, including sexual abuse. 37 Iraqi women, who are particularly affected by the atmosphere of fear and violence, have been unable to play their normal part in education, employment and civil society or political decision-making. Attacks on women political leaders and activists have forced some of them to avoid public appearances and to wear bulletproof vests.
38 Sexual violence and rape increased sharply after 2003, but reporting on it declined at a later stage for fear of reprisals against women or their families.
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Two thousand kidnappings of women have been reported since 2003, 40 and in view of the stigma surrounding the rape of women, it can be assumed that the real number is far higher. These incidents lead to the withdrawal of women from the public scene to such an extent that very few women are found driving cars in Baghdad, whereas before a woman driving a car was a common feature of traffic in Iraq. Prior to the occupation, women accounted for 79 per cent of employees in the service sector and 44 per cent in the professional and technical sectors. At present only 14 per cent of women are employed, compared with 68 per cent of men, and 11 per cent of households are headed by women. 41 Women have to wear headscarves and Islamic dress as a protective measure to reduce exposure and conform to the general religious trend in society. This also applies to non-Muslim communities. Failure to do so can leave them open to accusations of non-conformity with Islamic law, which normally means that they are killed and dumped in the streets. The reverse trend, demanding women's rights and social equality and justice, has continued to make itself heard, albeit confined to very few cases and a specific political content. ''Religious'' values have tremendously influenced codes of conduct in society and in public life, and have rapidly gained ground in what used to be a distinctly liberal society in the region. ''Crimes of honour'' have claimed the lives of hundreds of women in Kurdistan and other parts of Iraq that enjoy relative peace and security. Only recently a women's rights organization reported victims of this kind of crimes in Kurdistan and similar numbers of suicide attempts. 42 Official reports from Basra gave an average of eight women a month being killed in the past five months for the same reason: for ''disobeying'' the Islamic dress code. 43 Academic institutions, where girls are forbidden to attend classes unless dressed in the Islamic way, leave a clear field for these kinds of practice. 44 
Children
Several generations of Iraqi children have gone through three wars and devastating sanctions since 1980. One-eighth of these children face death before reaching the age of five and one-ninth suffer malnutrition, twice the recorded figure for pre-2003. 45 At present, fewer than one third of all Iraqi children have access to safe water, while fewer than 75 per cent of them are regularly attending schools, and enrolment has dropped to as low as 30 per cent. 46 Thousands of children are roaming the garbage dumps trying to glean a living; thousands more are begging or stealing for the same purpose. In major Iraqi cities such as Baghdad and Basra there are particularly numerous children deprived of their basic rights and prey to despair. 47 The young men and women currently involved in gangster crimes or other vicious and violent activities are the children of the Iran-Iraq War or the sanction years. The atmosphere of insecurity and violence that surrounds the daily lives of these children negatively influences their current and future behaviour and psychological development. 49 The resulting brain drain had particularly serious repercussions for academic and technical circles in Iraq. For patriotic and political reasons, this problem could not be acknowledged. Signs of it were clearly visible, however, in the quality of the public health services and university output.
After 2003 the deteriorating security situation again forced Iraqis to move. Since the very early days of the occupation the international community had expected the ensuing human catastrophe, 50 but used off-the-shelf plans to handle it, not understanding or anticipating its nature, extent and momentum. Some of the international agencies and humanitarian organizations, for example, installed camps that failed to attract any attendant staff because of bad planning and logistical miscalculations. Although local authorities and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) tried to register the number of refugees and internally displaced persons, they failed to show the true size of the problem. A large proportion of those people did not register but preferred to stay with their extended family or relatives, or make their own arrangements to find shelter. Politicization of the displacement issue is becoming the main reason for the lack of that basic assessment, which is needed to determine the nature and scale of the problem and then take the requisite steps to diminish human suffering.
The Samara shrine bombing in February 2006 was eventually the political earthquake that unleashed the sectarian violence which in turn started a massive human tsunami. People were either forcibly evicted at gunpoint or took their own consciously ''forced'' decision to leave, under the shadow of the same gun. Nowadays, ''accepted'' figures of around 4.5 million (2 million outside Iraq 51 and 2.5 million inside 52 ) are quoted by various Iraqi and international bodies. Considering that family, community and tribal links in Iraq are among the most significant components of its social structure, this displacement has an extreme impact on society, for it affects many more millions of people than those who have actually left. Various players and stakeholders, both inside and outside Iraq, have been unable to come up with any real, sound and durable humanitarian solution. The worst approach is that of politicizing it in a way that evades or misrepresents the main problem, namely the human aspect. Even the names assigned to these millions of individuals have become part of the world of legal terminology because of the implications of their displacement for the host countries outside Iraq or for internal political interests inside Iraq. Appellations such as ''displaced'', ''migrants'', ''immigrants'', ''refugees'', ''guests'', ''settlers'', and many others that sometimes carry harsh connotations have been used to describe these ''evictees'', a term the author of this article finds more appropriate. Naturally, each one of these terms has legal implications that serve a particular political aim or understanding of the situation.
Internally displaced persons (IDPs)
Individuals and families forced to leave their homes and neighbourhoods and find alternative accommodation elsewhere in the same city or in other cities within the country normally choose their place of refuge according to ethnic or religious and sectarian considerations. To begin with, these evictions are largely a temporary phenomenon. Most statistics take the Samara shrine bombing in February 2006 as the starting point for this process of internal displacement, but there is more than one indication that it began as early as the fall of the regime in 2003. 53 The great majority of the evictees come from mixed ethnic and mixed sectarian areas like the centre of the country 54 and in particular Baghdad. The eviction of Shiites or Sunnis 55 from mixed areas and communities where they are a minority deprived of protection leads to the establishment of separate ghettos and cantons that destroy the cohesion of Iraqi society, linked as it is to ethnic and religious ties between tribes and clans and groups or families. These social relations are the glue that binds together these groups and communities to form a nation. The suffering of such evictees thus affects their communities and social structures at ''home'' and is never confined to the individual.
Refugees
The exodus of Iraqis to Syria and Jordan is one of the biggest movements of civilians since the Second World War. 56 About 2.5 million Iraqis currently reside outside Iraq. 57 Despite the fact that they are commonly called ''refugees'', many of them are not treated as such within the meaning of the 1951 Refugee Convention, for most of the host countries do not have refugee legislation and are not party to the relevant international treaties. Indeed, some are going so far as to obstruct or restrict the already limited facilities and services offered to these people by international organizations. 58 The majority of Iraqi political entities and figures seem to adopt a stance of keeping these millions where they are until security improves and seem to discourage finding any long-term solutions. This is said to be justified by the need for them to rebuild the country. 59 They may also be considered as potential voters to give their support at the appropriate time. The latest episode of returnees to Iraq is another example of politics benefiting through a media exercise from the relative security improvement, but without any real interest in the future of those people once they are back in Iraq. Most of them are thereby changing from ''refugee'' to ''IDP'' status; both terms come within the wider concept of evictees. 60 The host communities raise concerns and express displeasure, to say the least. They fear that these friendly intruders will be a burden on their already endangered resources, job opportunities and social fabric. The rejection by communities in Iraq of these millions goes against ethical principles and is detrimental to relations with the host communities. The constant drain on their already scarce resources and job opportunities is a ticking bomb that can only do more harm and create more suffering.
